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ABSTRACT 

As part of a larger study aiaed at assessing how 
local people view recent changes and development prograas in four 
Eastern Kentucky counties (Harlan, Perry, Whitley, and Wolfe) , a 
survey on perceived quality of life was conducted. Pata were derived 
froM personal interviews with selected local leaders (varying frca 21 
to 33 interviews per county) and fro« ^6i\ representative household 
heads or hoaeaakers (220 sale and 244 feaale respondents) living in 
either open country areas (320) or town areas (144). The survey 
question asked was: ''In general and on the average, would you say 
that the quality of life for aost people in this county has iaproved, 
gotten worse or regained about the sane during the past 10 years?" 
Leaders and residents were queried as to their opinions about changes 
in the quality of life for "most people** and for their «own 
families. <* Results, tabulated by place of residence (town or country) 
for residents but not for leaders, indicated that despite 
differences, most ordinary people and lost leaders viewed the changes 
of the past decade favorably. Since these counties still rank low on 
■est objective indicators of development, it was concluded that the 
people *s subjective assessment of their quality of life aay be as 
important' as measures of present status or level. (JC) 
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IS THE QUALITY OF LIFE IN THE KENTUCKY MOUNTAINS IMPROVING ? 



THE OPINIONS OF COMMUNITY "KNOWLEDGEABLES " 
AND ORDINARY RESIDENTS 
IN POUR EASTERN KENTUCKY COUNTIES* 



by A. Lee Coleman and Anne V. Gabh :^ 



The 1960*s and early 1970*s were prosperous years for most Americans. 
Many saw incomes increase, luxuries accumulate, and the "good life" 
materialize. But the economic prosperity that most Americans were exper- 
iencing did not reach to the same extent into all areas of the country. 
Thus the sixties saw the establishment of numerous development commiss- 
ions and agencies, as federal and state governments tried to improve the 
quality of life for people in heretofore neglected regions of the United 
States . One area given particular attention In such efforts has been 
Appalachia, of which Eastern Kentucky is a part. 

To get some idea how the local people viev/ the recent changes and 
the effect of development programs in their areas , the Department of 
Sociology conducted an opinion survey in four Eastern Kentucky counties: 
Harlan, Perry, Whitley, and Wolfe. Two of the counties, Harlan and 
Perry, are deep in Appalachia and rely heavily on coal mining for employ- 
ment and income. Each has one or more towns of 3,000 to 6,000 popula- 
tion (Hazard, Harlan, Cumberland), and most of the other people live 
in villages and coal camps. The other two counties are nearer the ^'^'^ala 
chian fringe and have considerable agriculture. Wnitley County has a 
town of 12,000 (Corbin) and one of 4,000 population (Williamsburg), 
whereas Wolfe County is completely rural, with Campton, its county 
seat, having fewer than 500 people. 



*This report is a part of Southern ^legional Research Project 79, "Rural 
Development and the Quality of Life in the Rural South, " supported by 
the Agricultural Experiment Stations of Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Puerto Rico, South Carolina 
and Tennessee. Only Kentucky data are used in this report. 

♦♦Appreciation is extended to C. Milton Coughenour for counsel and 
collaboration and to Dong I. Kim and Cornelia Morgan for research 
assistance. 
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Interviewing in these counties was carried out in two stages* In the 
summer of 1971 selected leaders (also termed "knowledgeable s") v/ere inter- 
viewed. These were persons who either held official positions, were know- 
ledgeable in some particular area, such as health care, or were generally 
recognized as leaders in the county. The number of interviews per county 
varied from 21 to 33. A household survey was conducted in May and June* 
1973* Either the homemaker or the household head was interviewed in 
each of 464 households, 320 in the open country and small villages and 
144 in the towns* These households constituted a representative sample 
of each county, and they were proportioned among the counties according 
to county population. There v;ere 220 male and 244 female respondents. 

The household heads in the sample were somewhat older than the average 
for the United States, with a median age of 54 years compared with 48 for 
the U.S. In the sample 36 percent of the household heads were either 
unemployed, disabled, or retired; and 44 percent of the households derived 
the major portion of their Income from Social Security, pensions, or public 
assistance. The median family income for the sample was considarably 
lower than the medians for the state and the United States, $4,630 compared 
with $7,441 and $9,590, respectively (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1970). 
Although incomes of rural families are usually lower than those of urban 
families, the median income of the sample families — v/ho were mostly 
rural by the Census definition — was less than Ihe median incomes for 
rural families nationally or in the state. 

The educational attainment of household heads in the sample was a 
little lower than that of the rural population in Kentucky: 8.4 and 8.7 
years, respectively (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1970). This is consider- 
ably lower than the educational attairmient of all persons 25 years of age 
or older in Kentucky, 9.S years, and substantially lower than the figure 
for the U.S. as a vAole, 12.1 years (U.S. Bureau of the Census^ 1970). 

These figures indicate that the household heads and homemakers (also 
referred to^s "res^idents") in the sample were fairly represe'ritlve of all 
heads and hon*e!ita<ers in these four counties. Because of heavy outmigra- 
tion in recent decades there were more older people than elsewhere. 
Older people tend to have had fewer years of schooling and they are more 
often on pensions or welfare. The leaders interviewed are believed to 
be a pretty good cross-section of the more knowledgeable * people in these 
counties, but there are no census data v/ith which to compare their chara- 
cteristics . 

QUALITY OF LIFE IN THE COUNTY 

Both leaders and the respondents in the household survey were asked: 
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*ln general and on the average, would you say that the quality 
of life for most people in this county has improved, gotten worse, or 
remained about the same during the past 10 years ? " 



They were told that the term "quality of life*' meant not just income and 
economics but the degree of satisfaction with all aspects of life. The 
question was not asked of anyone viio had come to the county less than 
8 years previously or who had spent fewer than 5 of the last 10 years in 
the county. 

Most of the leaders and "knowledgeables" felt that the quality of life 
in their county had Improved over the past 10 years. In the two Appala-- 
chian fringe counties, Whitley and Wolfe, not a single one thought that 
life had gotten worse and over 90 percent thought it had imi^oved. 
Leaders in the two coal mining counties were somevAat less unanimous 
in discerning improvement; nevertheless, the great majority said that 
things had improved. However, almost 10 percent of the leaders in Harlan 
County bought that things had gotten worse, compared with none in 
Whitley and Wolfe counties and only one out of 30 in Perry County. 

Although fte majority of the household heads and homemakers in 
each county saw an improvement in the quality of life, the proportions 
were not so high as among the leaders. In Whitley and Wolfe counties 
slightly more than 70 percent of the ordinary residents saw improvement, 
compared with 90 percent of the leaders. Two-thirds of the residents 
saw improvement in Harlan and Perry counties, compared with 8 out of 
10 leaders. About 20 percent of the residents of these coal-mining 
counties felt that things have gotten worse in the past decade and almost 
as many more said that things were about the same. Even in Whitley 
and Wolfe counties , about a fourth of the residents thought life v;as about 
the same or worse, while fewer than one in 10 ox the leaders thought this. 
(Table 1 gives the complete figures.) 

When the opinions of household heads and homemakers living in the 
open country and the small villages and mining camps ana compared with 
those of their counterparts in the larger towns, it is seen that the town 
people more often felt that life had improved (Table 2). In this respect 
they were similar to the leaders, most of whom also lived in the towns. 
Still, in every county a majority even of the people outside the towns 
saw improvement. Again, the two Appalachian fringe counties showed a 
higher percentage seeing an improvement in the quality of life than did 
the coal-mining counties. More than two-thirds of the country residents 
in Whitley and V^olfe counties saw an improvement and an even higher 
percentage of the town people did. This contrasts with Harlan County, 
in which only 56 percent of the village and rural residents and 71 percent 
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of the town residents saw an improvement. The distribution of opinions 
In Perry County was similar, but the percenteges were slightly higher. 
Whereas relotlvely few citizens in the larger towns felt tiiat the quality 
of life in the county had become worse, considerably larger percentages 
of rural and village residents, larticularly in Harlan and Perry counties, 
thought things had become worse (23 and 28 percent, respectively). 
This distribution of opinions by residence within the coutities is shown 
in Table 2 • 

Regardless of age, sex, income or educational differences, three- 
fourths or more of the town people in the four counties combii^d saw 
improvement in the quality of life for most peopie in fte countj". Male 
respondents, respondents vrfio are under 50 years of age, those with less 
than nine grades of schooling, and those who deriveci^ their principal 
Income from pensions or welfare assessed the changes even more optim- 
istically than others. In the small villages and oi^n country there was 
little difference in opinion between the sexes or on the basis of age, 
but education. Income, and source of income made a difference. Here 
the better educated, those with higher income, and those with principal 
income from salary, wages and profits were considerably more optimistic 
than those wiA lower income and education and principal income from 
pensions and welfare. 

Perhaps it was to be expected, as was the case among country resi- 
dents, feat Utose who were less well educated, had small incomes, and 
depended on pensions or welfare would be less likely to feel that the 
quality of life in thefr county had improved. But it is surprising that this 
did not hold true in the towns, where, in fact, the tendency was just the 
opposite. It is likely that each person perceives and Judges the quality 
of life in the entire county on the basis of conditions immediately surr- 
ounding him. V ; poorer people in the country are perhaps more isolated 
and alienated ani surrounded by people In the same i^ituation, so they 
vtew things somewhat more pessimistically, whereas people In the towns 
see prosperity and level of living Imirovements around them even though 
they may not personally share them. Still, more than half of all groups 
saw Improvement, and no more than a quarter of any group said the quality 
of life was worse for most people . 

In the towns men were somewhat more optimistic than women In their 
perception of a quality of life Improvement, and younger respondents more 
optimistic than the older ones. In the country there were only slight 
differences between men and women or on the basis of age, but the differ- 
ences were In the same direction. 
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Asked why or in what ways the quality of life had improved, the 
leaders and residents alike most often mentioned economic factors, 
health care, and government assistance programs, with improvements in 
education and roads next most often mentioned. Counties did not vary 
much In the factors mentioned most often. Likewise, responses from 
town and country residents were quite similar. The few people who said 
things had gotten worse, and specified how, mostly mentioned business, 
employment and income. 

QUALITY OF LIFE IN OWN F»MILY 

Having asked both leaders and ordinary citizens for their perception 
of changes in the county's quality of life, interviewers then asked these 
same respondents about changes in their own family situations during the 
past 10 years . The leaders and "knowledgeables " evaluated the changes 
in their own family situations quite differently from the way they viewed 
county changes Whereas 86 percent of the leaders saw improvement in 
the county's quality of life, only 56 percent felt that tfieir own family 
situations were better. They did not think that thefr situations had actually 
deteriorated , however; only 4 percent bought things had become worse . 
Among the counties, leaders' evaluations of their own family situations 
vTere quite diverse, ranging from 28 percent in Perry County to 86 percent 
in Whitley County vAio saw their family situations as improved (Table 3) . 

On the whole^ordinary citizens, a little more often than the leaders, 
felt that their own family situations were better than they had been 10 
years ago. In Whitley County the leaders were more optimistic than the 
residents , in Perry and Wolfe they were less so, and in Harlan the same 
proportion of each said their situation was better. However, more of 
the ordinary residents flian of the leaders in each county felt that things 
had become worse for their families. Opinions of residents were quite 
consistent among the counties, ranging from 55 percent who saw improve- 
ment in Whitley County to 66 percent in Harlan County ♦ 

Just as town residents, more often than those in the country, perceived 
the quality of life in the county as improved, so they, more often felt 
that their own family situations had improved. In the three counties 
where town and country could be compared, a majority of both town and 
rural residents said their femily situations had improved, but the majority 
was considerably greater among the town dv/ellers (Table 4). 

A respondents 's evaluation of his own family's quality of life changes 
seemed to depend, in both town and country, on his place of residence, 
age, education, income and income source, but there were sex differences 
only in the country. Older persons, both town and rural dwellers, less 
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often considered their situations improved than did those younger* Of 
those 50 years of age or older and living in the villages or open country, 
51 percent saw improvement In their own family situations, compared with 
65 percent of those less than 50 years of age. The percentages of people 
in the towns seeing improvement in their circumstances were 58 and 78 
for the respective age groups* Again the town percentages were somewhat 
higher, with the differences between the age groups being larger* 

Those who were better educated, whether town or country residents, 
more often saw their situations as improved than did the less well educated* 
However, town residents with 9 or more years of schooling more often 
felt their situations had improved than did country people with the same 
educational attainment (73 to 67 percent, respectively). Only a little 
more than half of both town and country residents with less than 9 years 
of schooling perceived their situations as Improved. Even so, very few 
of the less well educated felt that their situations had worsened; those 
who saw no betterment mostly said that their situations had remained 
the same. 

There was a considerable difference In opinions between low and 
high Income groups, both In the towns and In the open country. About 80 
percent of both town and country residents making $7 ,000 or more annually 
felt that their own family situations had Improved over the past 10 years. 
Of those making less than $7,000 a year, only 57 percent of the town 
dwellers and 49 percent of the country residents saw an Improvement, and 
a third of both felt that their situations had remained the same. Of those 
persons receiving the bulk of their income from Social Security, v/elfare, 
or pensions, just half in each residence category saw an Improvement 
In their family circumstances over the past decade. More than a third 
of these people said that things had remained the same for tfiem. On the 
other hand, most of those whose income was derived from salary, wages, 
or profits did see an lmprovement~76 percent of the town and 68 percent 
of the country people. And a fifth of both groups said that things had 
remained the same. Few people In any category felt that their situations 
had deteriorated . 

In the country there was practically no difference between men's 
and women's responses about changes In their family situations, v/ith a 
little more than half of each seeing Improvement. But In the towns 79 
percent of the men and only 58 percent of the women said they were better 
off. Most of the other town women said their family situation was about 
the same as it was 10 years earlier. In the country similar proportions of 
men and women said their situation was unchanged. Very few of any 
group said they were v/orse off, but the proportion saying this was greater 
In the country than In the town. 
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CONCLUSION 



Despite all differences, it seeris clear fliat most ordinary people as 
well as most of the leaders and "knowledgeable s" in the counti2s viewed 
the changes over the past decade favorably. Since these counties still 

• rank low on most objective Indicators of development, economic welfere, 
and quality of life, it appears that in the people's subjective assessment 

• of their quality of life their perception of whether tilings are moving in 
the right direction may be at least as important as measures of present 
status or level. And in all groups — leaders and ordinary residents, 
town residents and country. residents, people who are well-off and people 
who are poor — half or more perceive thing i as "getting better/' 

This report has been concerned with the subjective aspect of quality 
of life , how people feel about the direction of change in their life 
situation. Other reports from this study will jrosent comparative 
objective data on socio-economic and environmental factors** 



*See, for example, reports already published — RS-35, 36, 37, and 38 
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